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1.0  Introduction 

 

 There has been concern that bilingualism will obstruct the development of 

languages as compared to monolingualism (Hakuta & Diaz, 1985).  Research by  

MacNamara (1966) (cited in Wilkinson, 1971) concluded the inferiority of bilinguals’ 

language ability as compared to monolinguals could be attributed to interference,  

cultural differences, and the concurrent learning of two languages.  However, according to 

McLaughlin (1984), much of this early research was biased along the lines of socioeconomic 

status and actual proficiency in the two languages. In fact, there were instances where bilingual 

children were found to be in a higher grade at school than the monolingual children of the same 

age, and also to achieve better results in their schoolwork than the monolingual children in the 

same grade.     

 

2.0  Bilingualism and Academic Achievement    

 

 Cummins (1981) mentions studies that reported positive effects of bilingualism, among 

children whose proficiency in both languages has continued to develop, in their ability to analyze 

and become aware of language, and their overall academic language skills.  He stresses that in 

gaining control over two language systems, the bilingual child has had to decipher much more 

language input than the unilingual or monolingual child, who has been exposed to only one 

language system.  Thus, the bilingual child has had more practice in analyzing meanings than the 

unilingual child. 

 

 However, Cummins (1981) also points out that the effects of bilingualism on children's 

educational and intellectual growth depend very much on the type of bilingualism that is 

developed.  Where children develop low levels of proficiency in both languages, educational and 

intellectual progress will be slowed down.  However, where children's abilities in both languages 

are relatively well developed, but not necessarily equal, then there is evidence that bilingualism 
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can enhance intellectual functioning.  Where children develop high, age-appropriate level of 

proficiency in one of their languages and relatively low level of proficiency in the other language, 

neither positive nor negative effects would be expected. Results of studies that examined 

classroom performance of children also indicate that proficient bilinguals are superior to their 

monolingual counterparts in the areas of cognitive development and academic achievement 

(Gonzalez & Maez, 1995; Lewelling, 1991).     

 

 Bilingualism and high academic achievements are often seen as incompatible, especially 

among limited English proficiency (LEP) students.  Conventional wisdom has it that maintaining 

the first language while learning English impedes learning among LEP children. As Lindholm 

and Aclan in 1991 (cited in Gonzalez and Maez, 1995) acknowledged, research linking 

bilingualism and academic achievement had provided conflicting results.  The more 

methodologically rigorous the study, the more positive the benefits of bilingualism on academic 

achievement to this student population.   

 

Cummins and Swain (1986) find that there is a strong relationship between a student's 

language proficiency and his academic achievement. Lindholm and Aclan (1991) (cited in 

Gonzalez and Maez, 1995) examined reading and math achievement in both English and Spanish.  

The results showed that high proficiency bilinguals outscored medium proficiency bilinguals, 

who in turn performed better than low proficiency bilinguals. Some math knowledge and skills 

learned in Spanish transferred to English, suggesting that class time spent on developing the first 

language was time well spent.  It was determined that a certain level of proficiency was needed 

for transfer to occur, and that this level would vary by content area.  In addition, a study 

conducted by Ratna Laila Shahidin (1998) on factors that were related to the degree of Malay and 

English proficiencies among students in the district of Hulu Perak, Malaysia, found that there was 

a significant relationship between the students' Malay and English language performance grades 

in the Ujian Penilaian Sekolah Rendah (UPSR) examination and their bilingual ability.  

 

         The acquisition of English writing among LEP students is also an area of research that 

has begun to attract the attention it deserves.  Seda and Abramson in 1990 (cited in Gonzalez and 

Maez, 1995) examined the emergence of English writing in a kindergarten classroom where the 

majority of children enrolled were LEP and spoke a variety of languages (Spanish, Hmong, 

Laotian, Cambodian).  Of special interest were the levels of English writing development 

displayed by children learning English as a second language, but as a first written language.  A 
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comparison was made of the writing development of these children to that of native speakers.  

Early results showed similar stages of writing development between the two groups.  Interactive 

journal writing in small, heterogeneous groups appeared to be effective in promoting literacy  

development.  However, the most important finding was that learners need not be proficient in 

English to benefit from oral and written transactions in English. 

 

         In continuation,  Chamot and O'Malley in 1987 (cited in Lewelling, 1991) suggested that, 

before LEP students are confronted with achieving in the regular classroom, they should be able 

to use English as a tool for learning the subject matter.  Often, LEP students become proficient in 

communication skills within a short time after their arrival in the United States.  Sometimes, as a 

result of their communicative competence, these students were too quickly mainstreamed into the 

regular classroom where they encountered difficulties understanding and completing schoolwork 

in the more cognitively-demanding language needed for successful performance in academic 

subjects. 

 

Second language acquisition research has also shown that the level of proficiency in the 

first language has a direct influence on the development of proficiency in the second language.  

The lack of continuing first language development has been found, in some cases, to inhibit the 

levels of second language proficiency and cognitive academic growth.  In this respect, Saville-

Troike in 1984 (cited in Lewelling, 1991) reported that in almost all cases, a bilingual instructor's 

judgements of students' relative competence in native language studies coincided with the same 

students' relative achievement in English.   

 

         Bilingual language instruction that matches the natural social context of a child is also 

recommended by research.  Willig in 1985 (cited in Garcia, 1990), conducted a study on bilingual 

Mexican-American students.  He used meta analysis to combine academic achievement scores 

from a large set of statistically unrelated studies.  This meta analysis indicated that bilingual 

education programs significantly enhanced academic achievement, in comparison to English 

instructional programs. Garcia in 1988 (cited in Garcia, 1990) used a quite different approach to 

study the instructional practices of effective classrooms serving bilingual Mexican-American 

students.  These classrooms produced high standardized academic achievement test scores (above 

United States national norms) for these students.  Bilingual instructional environments were 

common in these classrooms.  In addition, an integrated curriculum, responsive to the linguistic 

ability of students and implemented by trained bilingual (and biliterate) teachers, was common 
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across the 14 classrooms of the study.  In these classrooms children were made to feel that their 

bilingualism was an academic asset, not something for which they or their families needed to feel 

shame. 

 

3.0  A Case Study 

 

A major factor that is identified as contributing to low overall academic performance of 

Malay students compared to the other ethnic groups in Malaysia is their perceived weakness in 

English as a second language.  In an article in the University Science Malaysia's Jurnal Pendidik 

dan Pendidikan, Sharifah Md. Nor (1991) states that there is a significant difference between race 

and academic achievement, especially English language proficiency among primary (elementary) 

school students from the Malay, Chinese and Indian ethnic groups in Malaysia, with the Malays 

lagging behind the Chinese students. A study conducted by Jamaliah Kamal (1993) on English 

proficiency among undergraduates at the National University of Malaysia (UKM), also found that 

the performance of Malay undergraduates in English was still weak.  Interestingly, in an article in 

the Jurnal Dewan Bahasa, Kamarudin Sulaiman (1995) stresses that Malay students are not only 

weak in mastering English, but are also weak in mastering the Standard Malay Language or 

Bahasa Malaysia Baku. 

 

Royal Prof. Ungku Aziz, the former University of Malaya vice-cancellor, when pointing 

out the academic quality of Malay undergraduates, says " …what was more disappointing was 

that their command of English was poorer compared to the other races." (The Star, September, 

2000:16). Royal Prof. Ungku Aziz further points out that " …there is a lack of academic 

excellence among the Malays in the country's institutions of higher learning".  As reported by 

The Star, this is based on the small number of Malay undergraduates successfully getting first 

class degrees every year as compared to students from the other communities.  In addition, Prof. 

Dr. Awang Had Salleh (1986), a prominent academician, also finds that the academic 

performance among the bumiputra (sons of the soil - Malays) students are generally average and 

in most cases lower than the non-bumiputra students. 

 

 Based on the above premise, a case study was conducted by Nor Azmi Mostafa in early 

2001 to determine and describe the relationship between the Malay students' degree of 

bilingualism and their academic performance in a nationally standardized examination, such as 

the Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM).  The case study was basically 
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a quantitative research study, utilizing the correlational method of analysis.  The student sample 

consisted of one hundred and nineteen, alpha-order randomly selected students from six Sekolah 

Menengah Kebangsaan (National Secondary Schools) from the Kinta district of Perak, Malaysia. 

The Language Background Questionnaire (LBQ) and both the English and Malay translated 

versions of the Expressive One-Word Picture Vocabulary Test (EOWPVT) and the Receptive 

One-Word Picture Vocabulary Test (ROWPVT) were utilized to measure the students' degree of 

Malay-English bilingualism, while the students' aggregated results in the Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia 

(SPM) examination were used as an indicator of their academic performance. 

 

3.1  Degree of Malay-English Bilingualism   

 

The findings of this study show that the majority of the Malay students tested  

generally speak more Malay than English in their everyday lives. They also have better 

Malay expressive language ability as compared to the English expressive language  

ability.  Similarly, the students also have better Malay receptive language ability as 

compared to their English receptive language ability.  In addition, the findings also show  

that the Malay students have better receptive ability in both the English  and Malay  

languages as compared to their expressive ability in the same languages.  With respect to 

second language learning, this indicates that the students' bilingual ability are more 

inclined toward "receptive bilingualism", demonstrating the ability to understand two 

(i.e. Malay and English) languages but being able to express themselves in only one (i.e. 

Malay) language.  This type of bilingualism were put forward by researchers such as 

Hockett (1968), Baetens-Beardsmore (1982), and Haugen (1987).    
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                                                                  Table 1 

         General Degree of Bilingualism of Malay Students Based on the Composite 

               Scores from Three (LBQ, EOWPVT, ROWPVT) Different Measures 

(N = 119) 

Linguistic Group  Scale Index (Based on 

the Edelman Calculation 

Formula) 

No. of Students 

 

I :  Malay 0 5 

II:  Malay > English 0.25 114 

III: Malay = English 0.50 - 

IV: English > Malay 0.75 - 

V :  English  1 - 

 

The analysis also shows that the majority (114 students) of Malay students tested  

belong to the Malay > English (Malay with some English being spoken) linguistic  

group, while five Malay students belong to the Malay (predominantly Malay speakers)  

linguistic group.  No students are found to be balanced bilinguals or belonging to the 

English >Malay (English with some Malay being spoken) or the English (predominantly 

English speakers) linguistic groups.  Thus, with respect to their general degree of 

bilingualism, it indicates that the students are generally weak bilinguals, more proficient  

in Malay than English, and are not in any way "balanced" bilinguals (Refer to Table 1). 

 

3.2   Academic Performance of the Malay Students 

 

 The students' academic performance were measured based on their aggregated results on 

the Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia Examination (SPM).  For the purpose of this study, the results were 

subjected to the reverse-scaling technique. The following tables present the statistical analysis 

results of the overall examination aggregates and grades for English performance.   
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                                                               Table 2 

       Descriptive Statistics for Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM) Examination Results 

 

Frequency: SPM Total Aggregate 

Aggregate (min = 6; 

max = 54) 

No. of Students Percent (%) 

7.00 

10.00 

11.00 

12.00 

13.00 

14.00 

15.00 

16.00 

17.00 

18.00 

19.00 

20.00 

21.00 

22.00 

23.00 

24.00 

25.00 

26.00 

27.00 

28.00 

29.00 

30.00 

31.00 

32.00 

Total 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2 

2 

5 

6 

5 

10 

8 

13 

8 

12 

7 

9 

6 

4 

7 

4 

1 

1 

4 

1 

119 

0.8 

0.8 

0.8 

0.8 

1.7 

1.7 

4.2 

5.0 

4.2 

8.4 

6.7 

10.9 

6.7 

10.1 

5.9 

7.6 

5.0 

3.4 

5.9 

3.4 

0.8 

0.8 

3.4 

0.8 

100.0 
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Frequency: SPM English Language Grade 

 

SPM English (min = 1; 

max = 9) 

No. of Students Percent (%) 

1.00 

2.00 

3.00 

4.00 

5.00 

6.00 

7.00 

8.00 

9.00 

Total 

12 

27 

19 

26 

10 

16 

3 

2 

4 

119 

10.1 

22.7 

16.0 

21.8 

8.4 

13.4 

2.5 

1.7 

3.4 

100.0 

 

Central Tendency and Dispersion 

 

 SPM English Language 

Grade (minimum=1; 

maximum=9) 

SPM Total Aggregate 

(minimum=6; maximum=54) 

Mean 3.45 21.18 

Standard Deviation 1.83 4.78 

 

 

As shown in Table 2, the students' overall academic achievement data has a mean value 

of 21.18, and a low standard deviation value of 4.78 .  Only one student (0.8%) achieves an 

aggregate of 7, which constitutes the highest for the group, and three students (2.4%) manage to 

acquire good aggregates ranging from 10 to 12.  In addition, about 87 students (73.1%) achieve 

moderate aggregates ranging from 13 to 24, whereas the rest, 28 students (23.5%) achieve 

aggregates ranging from 25 to 32. 

 

With respect to their SPM English Language performance as also shown in Table 2, the 

mean and standard deviation values are 3.45 and 1.83 respectively.  About 32.8% of the students 

manage to acquire excellent grades ranging from 1A (12 students ) to 2A (27 students).  In 

addition, a majority of 71 students (59.7%) manage to acquire credits in the examination paper, 
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ranging from 3B to 6C, while five students (4.2%) only manage to obtain a passing (7D to 8E) 

grade.  However, four students (3.4%) failed the examination paper with grade 9G.       

 

3.3   Relationship Between Degree of Bilingualism and Academic Performance in  

        the SPM 

 

 The findings of this research show that there is no relationship (r = - .013) between the 

Malay students' use and frequency of use of the Malay/English languages and their overall 

academic performance in the Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM) examination.  Similarly, there are no 

statistically significant relationships (r = .158) between the students' bilingual proficiency and 

their overall academic performance, and also between their general degree of bilingualism and 

their overall academic performance (r = .048) (Refer to Table 3). 

 

                                                               Table 3 

           Correlation Between Degree of Bilingualism and Academic Achievement 

                             as Indicated by Three Separate Categorizations 

 

 LBQ SPM 

LBQ        Pearson Corr. 

                 Sig. (2-tailed) 

1.000 

. 

- .013 

.891 

SPM        Pearson Corr. 

                    Sig. (2-tailed) 

- .013 

.891 

1.000 

. 

 (EOWPVT+ROWPVT) SPM 

(EOWPVT+ 

ROWPVT)       Sig. (2-tailed) 

1.000 

. 

.158 

.086 

SPM        Pearson Corr. 

                Sig. (2-tailed) 

.158 

.086 

1.000 

. 

 (LBQ+EOWPVT+ROWPVT) SPM 

(LBQ+EOWPVT+ 

ROWPVT)      Sig. (2-tailed) 

1.000 

. 

.048 

.602 

SPM       Pearson Corr. 

               Sig. (2-tailed) 

.048 

.602 

1.000 

. 

 

 

However, the research findings also show that there is a statistically significant 

relationship (r = .391) between the Malay students' general degree of Malay-English  



International Conference IPBA 24-26 September 2002 
 

 10 

bilingualism and their English language performance in the same SPM examination  

(Refer to Table 4). 

 

                                                             Table 4 

           Correlation Between Degree of Bilingualism and English Language 

                Achievement as Indicated by Three Separate Categorizations 

    

 LBQ English Language  

(min = 1; max = 9)  

LBQ        Pearson Corr. 

                 Sig. (2-tailed) 

1.000 

. 

.311** 

.001 

English       Pearson Corr. 

Language   Sig. (2-tailed) 

.311** 

.001 

1.000 

 (EOWPVT+ROWPVT) English Language 

(min = 1; max = 9) 

(EOWPVT+ 

ROWPVT)     Sig. (2-tailed) 

1.000 

. 

.339** 

.000 

English       Pearson Corr. 

Language   Sig. (2-tailed) 

.339** 

.000 

1.000 

. 

 

 

(LBQ+EOWPVT+ROWPVT) 

 

English Language 

(min = 1; max = 9) 

(LBQ+EOWPVT+ROWPVT) 1.000 

. 

.391** 

.000 

English          Pearson Corr. 

Language      Sig. (2-tailed) 

.391** 

.000 

1.000 

. 

 

** .  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 

 

4.0  Implications 

 

These findings indicate that even though being a bilingual does have an influence in 

helping a Malay student to get a good grade in his/her English test, it does not seem to have the 

same influence in helping him/her to achieve better overall academic results in a standardized, 

national-level major examination, such as the Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM), which is conducted 

mainly in the Malay language (except for the English paper). 
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 There is a possible reason for this situation.  Since independence in 1957, Malaysia has 

vigorously taken the efforts to develop and cultivate the Malay Language (Bahasa Malaysia) as 

its national language, so as to enable the language to successfully carry out its various functions.  

The Education Act of 1961 reaffirmed the eventual use of the National Language (Malay) as the 

sole medium of instruction in government schools.  By 1984, all English medium schools in East 

and West Malaysia were converted to Malay medium schools.  Bahasa Malaysia is now the sole 

medium of  instruction in most national primary and secondary schools.   

 

 For most of the Malay students in the national schools, English is treated as a second or 

even as a foreign language.  As the medium of instruction in these schools is Malay, all the 

teaching and learning activities are conducted in Bahasa Malaysia.  For most of them, exposure to 

the English language in school is merely through formal English language classes conducted for a 

duration of just 45 minutes to 90 minutes per day.  As questions for all the subjects (except for 

English) tested in the Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM) examination are mainly set in Bahasa 

Malaysia, there is a tendency for Malay students to study and do preparatory reference work from 

materials written or printed only in the Malay Language.   

 

In this case, the students do not really need to depend on materials printed in the English 

language for them to do well in the examination, especially with the abundance and accessibility 

of a variety of self-study or revision books on all the major subjects written in Bahasa Malaysia 

being easily available in the market today.  Thus, it can be assumed that being highly proficient in 

English does not make much difference to these students in enabling them to perform well in their 

SPM examination, as being proficient in just one language (Bahasa Malaysia as the language of 

instruction) is more than enough for them to achieve the same objective.       

 

But, the results of this study do support the findings of Willig (1985); Garcia (1988); 

Seda and Abramson (1990), and Lindholm and Aclan (1991) that show significant relationships 

between the degree of bilingualism and language performance. The results show that Malay 

students with higher degree of bilingual proficiency perform well in the SPM English Language 

(Examination Code 322) paper, thus, supporting the viewpoint that students who have a higher 

degree of English language proficiency will achieve high academic performance in the language.   

This is not surprising, as the bilingual students' good performance in English can be logically 

construed as a natural cause of being more proficient in the language.         
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However, the role played by the students' attitude and motivation in learning the English 

language cannot be set aside.  In this respect, a 1995 study conducted by the researcher himself 

found that there was a statistically significant relationship between Malay secondary school 

students' attitudes toward learning a second language and their achievement in the English 

language as measured by a standardized examination.  The findings of the study showed that the 

students' motivation to learn were determined by his/her orientation toward the English learning 

task itself, students with higher instrumental orientation toward learning the English language 

would also achieve higher academic performance in the language (Nor Azmi Mostafa, 1995). 

 

5.0  Recommendations  

 

 The study points to the fact that the Malay students have weaker expressive speaking) 

language ability as compared to their receptive (hearing) language ability. Thus, it is 

recommended that teachers put more emphasis in utilizing a variety of teaching strategies and 

teaching aids that promote communication, with heavy emphasis on the oral or production skills.  

Techniques such as questioning and answering, brainstorming, language games, competitions and 

quizzes, public speaking, debates and group projects are also recommended in maintaining 

student interest and improving oral skills in English language in classroom situations.  Novel 

teaching and learning methods that promote communicational skills, such as the Futures Study 

method and Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL) should also be vigorously introduced 

and utilized, as these task-based student-centered methods may prove effective in the process of  

language learning. 

 

 To enable the Malays to further improve their learning of the English language, the 

government should take steps to provide better language learning facilities to all schools (i.e. self-

access centers, language and computer laboratories, etc.), especially those schools where the 

Malay students constitute the majority, irrespective of the locality, so as to narrow the gap 

between schools with the economic means to have better facilities through their own financial 

strength and schools which are totally dependent on government funds 

 

           Malay parents must also instill in their children the importance of being proficient in 

English, so as to better compete with others in the real world.  Students (especially the Malays) 

should be exposed to the use of the English language at an early age in both inside and outside the 

home environment.  Peer group support in acquiring and learning the language should also be 
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encouraged.  School administrators and teachers should also be more sensitive to the needs of 

their students, and increase their efforts in preparing these students with the language and 

communicational skills necessary to enable them to  

further advance in their future careers.   

 

          The government's decision to ensure that beginning from the year 2003, the  subjects of 

Science and Mathematics are to be taught in the English language in the school classrooms is 

very commendable.  This is a bold step in the effort to raise the  standard of English among the 

students, irrespective of ethnic groups in the country, so as to attract and compel the students - 

besides improving their English - to acquire more knowledge in these subjects.  This is because 

much of the knowledge in the fields of Sciences and Mathematics are still predominantly in the 

English language, and it is just not possible to translate all of them into Bahasa Malaysia. 

 

6.0  Conclusion 

 

 Even though the study does not find any significant relationship between the Malay 

students' degree of Malay-English bilingualism and their academic performance, the study does 

prove that being a bilingual enables a Malay student to perform better in activities that assessed 

his/her English language ability.  As such, this reinforces the fact that being bilingual does have 

its advantages.  Malay bilinguals have the advantage of having the added benefits associated with 

being proficient in English as a second language (L2).  One of these is being empowered to 

function more effectively as a world or global citizen.  Acquiring an international language, such 

as English, will expose the Malay learners to wider fields of knowledge and inculcate a more 

globalized world view  

that is associated with the use of English, as opposed to having a limited, regional one associated 

with the use of the Malay language or Bahasa Malaysia. 
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